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Abstract 

The driver’s reaction time is one of the most important parameters for the road pre-
accident analysis. There are known the results of tests, in which the value of this parameter 
was determined in expected and unexpected road situations. But in some cases, this 
time may be longer e.g. in situations in which the driver’s attention may be distracted by 
keeping observations other than the area, in front of the car’s surroundings. There are 
many manoeuvres, when the driver is obliged to observe many areas at the same time. 
Thus, his attention must be turned away from the main area – in front of the vehicle. The 
paper presents the results of tests involving the measurement of the driver’s attention time 
focused on observing the surrounding other than the car’s path. During the test, the driver’s 
attention was focus on observing the side and back mirror, car radio and at the mobile phone. 
Certain values can be potentially considered as extending the typical driver’s reaction time. 
The results of the presented tests have practical applications and can be used in the process 
of issuing opinions on traffic accidents.
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1. Introduction

Road accidents entail great social and economic losses for countries, families and individuals 
[10]. Road safety is one of the most important elements of the transport sector. In the liter-
ature, the issue of transport safety is widely described and covers many aspects. There are 
studies on accident statistics [10, 27, 28], vehicle safety design [23, 36], vehicle safety systems 
[5, 8, 14], transport infrastructure [11, 24, 44], traffic flow [2, 20, 21], driving techniques [30, 37, 
40], issues related to transport psychology [22, 26], legislative issues [1, 7, 33] or transport 
safety management systems [17, 35, 38]. 

Many factors affect the level of safety in transport. They can be classified into three basic 
groups related to: the human factor, factors dependent on means of transport, and those 
related to the transport environment. They form the so-called the safety chain, which is 
marked as H-V-E (human - vehicle - environment). Each of these groups is important and 
plays a significant role in ensuring a high level of security. The weakest and at the same time 
the only intelligent link in this chain is man. However, it cannot be overlooked that some 
elements of the broadly understood transport environment and (paradoxically) selected 
legal regulations may reduce this level. They cause an excessive burden on the attention of 
the drivers and distract them, which may extend the reaction time to the threat. Research 
using, among others, the Monte-Carlo method, concerning the driver’s reaction time in the 
context of a road accident, was presented by Guzek [15]. In these studies, a driving simulator 
was used and real road tests were carried out on the test track for selected states, such as 
emergency braking and obstacle avoidance. Issues related to the braking manoeuvres of 
various vehicles are the subject of many studies [9, 31, 34]. Erd et al. [9] presented research 
on the braking of passenger cars in various road conditions. Similar studies were conducted 
by Gosławski and his team [12]. Rievaj et al. [34] and Orynych et al. [31] additionally considered 
the influence of vehicle tire pressure during emergency braking tests. Other studies on driver 
distraction were presented by Hudak and Madlenak [16, 25], who analysed the impact of the 
road environment on the distraction of the driver’s attention and determined the time the 
driver’s attention was focused on roadside advertisements.

The article presents the results of experimental research involving the measurement of 
the time the driver’s attention is focused on observing areas other than the car’s track. 
During the test, the driver’s attention was focused on the following areas: the side and rear 
mirrors, the car radio and the mobile phone. Certain values can potentially be considered as 
increasing the reaction time for a typical driver. The obtained research results can be helpful 
in the assessment of road incidents and reconstruction of accidents and other issues related 
to road safety.

2. Reaction time and its influence on the level of security

Reaction time is the period that elapses from the occurrence of a factor that can be objec-
tively recognized as the beginning of a situation threatening safety (the so-called beginning 
of a state of emergency) to the moment when the driver starts defensive manoeuvres.
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Tests of the reaction time of drivers of the type are performed in laboratories on a driving 
simulator or during road tests. As a supplement, psychophysical tests are carried out 
to determine individual human characteristics and their impact on driving behaviour.

The results of tests in three research environments of accident hazard situations involving 
pedestrians and passenger cars entering the road area were published in [18, 19]. The 
scenario assumed the possibility of pedestrians from both the left and right side of the road. 
The paper analyses the values of the driver’s reaction times characteristic of the driver’s 
influence on: accelerator control pedals, the main brake and the steering wheel. In addition 
to determining the average values of the reaction time, the frequency of individual defensive 
reactions by drivers was assessed.

The results of similar experiments are presented in [32]. In this case, the relationship between 
the speed of driving a car and the execution of an immediate defensive manoeuvres in 
response to dangerous events was checked. Drivers participated in a simulation study of the 
impact of time pressure for two different situations: pedestrian intrusion into the crossing 
and avoiding obstacles. The time pressure was defined by the distance of the vehicle from 
the obstacle at the time it was shown on the simulator screen.

The combination of the laboratory method with a road test to determine the reaction time 
of drivers in real road conditions is presented in the literature [6]. The driver had to react to 
a complex signal in the form of lights of different colours by performing a braking manoeuvre. 
The study measured the perception time and the time it took to move the leg from the accel-
erator to the brake pedal. The possibility of extending the time of each test and the possi-
bility of extending the stimulus by adding more lamps or a sound signal are described. Such 
changes are intended to eliminate the driver’s schematic reaction to the emerging signal and 
will allow the recording and analysis of individual reactions.

Activities not related to driving and which affect the speed of decision-making are also 
assessed. A comparative analysis of reaction time was performed to assess the negative 
impact of talking on the phone [46]. The combined reaction time of a vehicle driver talking 
on a mobile phone increases by approximately 20%. This is the result of an additional atten-
tion burden and mental involvement in conducting a conversation. It also changes his ability 
to see and understand the situation.

A certain group of studies aims to answer whether there is a correlation between the age of the 
driver and the reaction time to road hazards. In [39], a study of drivers aged 20 to 80 was 
written in terms of reaction time while driving. Drivers performed a full stop manoeuvres on 
a given signal and then were distracted before the signal for a stop manoeuvres was triggered. 
Reaction times were compared across different conditions and age groups. The data clearly 
supported the claim that driving ability as well as average reaction time varies steadily across 
age groups - gradually increasing with age. These results are not always confirmed in research, 
for example in [6] it was shown that there is no correlation between the age of the driver and 
the total reaction time. In addition, as the author of the article [39] writes, a significant group 
of older drivers was identified who did not show the expected age-related decline in fitness.
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The problem of driving under the influence of alcohol is extremely important and current. 
A drunk driver has a reduced ability to see obstacles due to the so-called tunnel vision 
effect. In this way, he loses the ability to see peripherally, which may lead to the inability to 
react to a moving obstacle [3]. In the experiment described in [43], the driver’s reaction time 
after drinking a dose of alcohol was monitored by measuring the time from two synchro-
nized cameras. The driver was tasked with stopping the vehicle (and thus reacting) to the 
simulated stimulus. Auxiliary variables were also recorded during the braking distance and 
braking deceleration tests. The most important variable was driver reaction time. This was 
investigated using video analysis from two synchronized cameras. One camera was placed 
on the windshield to monitor the situation in front of the vehicle, the other monitored the 
movement of the driver’s feet.

Driver reaction time is the most important factor contributing to road accidents. The reac-
tion time depends on several factors, such as the psychophysical condition of the driver, 
the technical condition of the vehicle, the condition of the road infrastructure. While 
driving, the driver’s perception and cognitive factors, visibility, reaction to reflections, driv-
er’s adaptation to darkness and road illusions are involved [4]. The driver’s reaction time 
also depends to a large extent on the type of situation, obstacles on the road and the 
speed of the vehicle.

The literature presents an attempt to compare the reaction time values obtained in labora-
tory and road conditions and to determine the correlation between them. The reaction time 
of the drivers obtained in the simulator for all the tested manoeuvres reaches lower values 
in relation to the values measured on the track. The reason is that drivers are aware that they 
are driving a car in a virtual environment, so they even decide to make very violent manoeu-
vres. During the test on the track, drivers behave in such a way as not to lead to a dangerous 
situation, e.g. a car overturning [18, 19].

Regularity in changes in the reaction time of drivers was observed, both in laboratory and 
field conditions. The results obtained in real conditions show that the reaction time of drivers 
is on average twice as long as in laboratory conditions. This is partly due to the fact that in the 
laboratory it is possible to eliminate the influence of external factors on the driver’s reaction 
time. The differences in the results between the measurements carried out in the labora-
tory and in real conditions were: in the first age group (20–35 years) - 83%, in the second  
(35–50 years) - 4%, and in the third (over 50 years) by 112% [45].

Discussions also arise in the estimation of time differences obtained by the above-men-
tioned two methods. According to [13], the reaction times on the track are 0.3 s longer for 
braking, and in [29] it is stated that the reaction times on the track are 0.1 s longer when 
braking and 0.03 s longer when turning. The studies presented in [19] show that this differ-
ence is not constant, but varies depending on the time of risk characterizing a given sample.

You also need to be aware that the behaviour of drivers during each sequence of manoeuvres 
in the simulation or road test has been determined for a specific scenario of the pre-acci-
dent situation. For other scenarios, the driver behaviour situation may be different. There-
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fore, further research should consist in determining the impact of various scenarios on the 
obtained reaction time of drivers [18, 19].

The driver’s reaction time is important for both the performance of a defensive manoeuvres 
and for the possible analysis of an accident or road collision. At the same time, this value in 
seconds cannot be precisely determined. Each event is characterized by a number of indi-
vidual actions, which in the case of reaction time are variable and individual for each driver. 
In the reconstruction of road incidents, the average values were determined for situations 
with similar parameters. The methods used to determine a specific reaction time differ in 
accuracy and the way of presenting driving conditions, so it is impossible to clearly determine 
which of them is the most appropriate [6].

The lack of correlation between the results of the experiment on the track and in the simu-
lator means that the reaction time obtained in laboratory tests cannot be treated as the real 
reaction time of drivers in road situations and cannot be used in the reconstruction of road 
accidents. This conclusion is very important because in some publications the reaction time 
determined in similar positions is taken as the actual reaction time of drivers in the accident 
analysis [19]. The results of the tests [13, 29, 41] also do not cover situations in which the driv-
er’s attention may be distracted due to the duties imposed on him or activities not related 
to driving, performed while driving. 

3. Factors potentially affecting the extension  
of reaction time

Many activities performed by the driver while driving force him to be distracted and focus 
on an area other than the one directly in front of the vehicle. In some cases, the driver is 
“required” to focus his attention on several areas at once. This can occur, for example, during 
a change of direction, lane change or overtaking. Observing many areas at the same time is 
beyond the capabilities of the human body, even taking into account the width of the field 
of view and the so-called peripheral vision.

It also happens that while driving, the driver performs activities other than those resulting 
from the rules of the road, which cause distraction. These can include checking the speed-
ometer readings, looking at the car radio or navigation system. You can also meet people who 
use mobile phones while driving.

In each of the above-mentioned cases, the driver’s attention is focused on the currently 
performed activity, which means that if the threat occurs in an area other than the currently 
observed one, the reaction to it may be delayed.
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4. Driver distraction time test

In order to determine the value of the time necessary for the recognition and interpreta-
tion of the situation by the driver, experimental studies were carried out in various areas. 
They assume that the “basic” task of the driver is to observe the surroundings in front of 
the vehicle. During the tests, it was the subject’s responsibility to observe the surroundings 
through the windshield (main area) and to perform activities requiring temporary focus of 
attention and shifting the gaze beyond this area. The way in which the examined person 
conducted the observation was determined on the basis of the analysis of the temporary 
position of the eyeball. In order to monitor it, the SMI Eye tracker system was used, which 
consisted of glasses equipped with a camera system, a clock indicating time with an accu-
racy of 0.01 s and a video recording device. The temporary position of the eyeball during the 
examination was marked by the system with an indicator (Figure 1). The recorded video record 
was subjected to analysis, during which the total time elapsed from the pointer’s movement 
outside the windscreen area to another area to its return to the “main” observation area was 
determined. The value thus determined is referred to as ‘driver distraction time’.

 

Fig. 1. Frame of video recorded by the SMI Eye tracker system

The research was divided into two stages. In the first stage, the measurements were carried 
out using the static method, while the vehicle was parked in the parking lot. In the second 
stage, the measurements were carried out while the vehicle was in motion.

4.1. Static tests and their results

During the static tests, the driver’s distraction time was analysed for the following observa-
tion activities:
• look in the left mirror,
• looking in the rear-view mirror,



71The Archives of Automotive Engineering – Archiwum Motoryzacji Vol. 98, No. 4, 2022
https://doi.org/10.14669/AM/157645

• checking the current time on a mobile phone,
• a look at the car radio combined with changing the radio station,
• preparation for the manoeuvres to change the direction of movement to the left (according 

to the requirements specified in [42].

The research group consists of 10 people aged 22-24 (three women and seven men). Each 
of them had a category B driving license. One of the men had a visual impairment and used 
contact lenses during the examination - just like when driving a car. The remaining persons 
had no vision defects and did not use corrective glasses or contact lenses. Each of the 
subjects in random order performed the planned observation activities (i). The sequence 
of these activities was determined by the person supervising the tests, who was inside the 
vehicle. The measured time was written with the symbols t1÷t10. Based on the measured 
values, the mean time tm and the standard deviation σt were calculated. The times ti1, ti2, ti3 
are times determined during the study of women. The remaining times were determined for 
a group of men. The test results are presented in Table 1.

Tab. 1. Static test results

Action
Time t [s]

t1 t2 t3 t4 t5 t6 t7 t8 t9 t10 tm σt

Looking in the left side 
mirror (LM)

1.83 1.67 1.72 1.51 1.59 1.67 1.03 1.39 0.99 1.80 1.52 0.28

Looking in the rear 
side mirror (RM)

1.38 2.05 2.21 1.31 1.26 2.00 1.13 1.48 1.43 1.25 1.55 0.37

Checking the current 
time on a mobile 
phone (K)

3.09 3.00 3.19 2.71 5.88 2.05 X 3.55 4.32 4.17 3.55 1.05

Changing the radio 
station ( R)

1. 17 1.58 1.88 2.25 4.42 2.33 0.96 2.30 1.58 1.67 2.01 0.91

Time of (distraction) 
distraction associated 
with turning left (SL) tsl

4.34 2.63 4.79 3.25 3.30 2.60 1.42 1.30 3.17 2.67 2.95 1.05

In the case of the scenario involving the performance of observation activities related to 
the manoeuvres to change direction to the left, the measured time of distraction from the 
field in front of the vehicle was in the range of tS = (1.30–4.79) s. During the analysis of the 
recorded video material, it was observed that in one of the cases the eyesight of the exam-
ined person was not focused solely on observing a specific area. There was a phenomenon 
that can be described as “eye wandering” manifested by repeated shifting of the gaze to the 
observed area and the area in front of the vehicle. This phenomenon was observed while 
observing a mobile phone and concerned person “7”. The average value of observation time 
by women and men is shown in Figure 2.
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Fig. 2. Static test results

4.2. Research in motion and their results

During the tests in motion, the method of observing the surroundings during the manoeu-
vres of changing the direction of movement to the left was analysed. The time of “distraction” 
was determined on the basis of the analysis of the time of focusing attention on the left side 
mirror. The parameter taken into account during the study was also the number of glances 
in this direction. The research group consisted of 5 people aged 23–25 (two women, three 
men). Each person had a category B driving license and, according to the statement, had 
no visual impairments. The task of the tested people was to drive the designated route, on 
which there were places where the person supervising the tests (located inside the vehicle) 
ordered the manoeuvres in advance. The study was conducted in the parking lot of the Arena 
Lublin stadium in Lublin. The car was moving along the alleys, between the parking spaces. 
During the tests, other vehicles were also moving in the parking lot. An example of the route 
is marked with a green line in Figure 3. The number “1” marks the start and end of the ride, the 
numbers “2–5” mark the places where the left turn was made. The test persons covered the 
given route twice. Thus, eight measurements were collected for each person.

 

Fig. 3. The route of the car during the research (satellite image from the website www.google.pl) 
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Before the start of the movement tests, each driver adjusted the seat and mirror settings - in 
accordance with the applicable requirements. In order to approximate the course of the tests 
to real traffic conditions, the test person was obliged to interpret the situation behind the 
car. For this purpose, a red light emitting diode was placed on the left side of the test vehicle, 
behind the driver’s seat. The task of the tested person was to observe the indications of the 
diode in the left side mirror - before starting the manoeuvre. The operation of the diode 
was controlled by the person supervising the research, who took a seat on the back seat. 
The ability to perform a manoeuvres was conditioned by the operating mode of the diode: 
if it emitted a red light, the manoeuvres was not allowed. If the light was not emitted, the 
manoeuvres could be performed. If the tested person, despite the signal sent by the super-
visor, made a manoeuvres, it was treated as a driver’s error and interpreted as the occur-
rence of a collision situation, which was to be recorded in the measurement sheet. During the 
tests, the behaviour of drivers in which, despite the signal prohibiting the execution of the 
manoeuvres, the manoeuvres was carried out was not recorded.

During the tests, the manoeuvres time ts was determined (from the moment of switching on 
the direction indicator to the moment of starting to turn the steering wheel). It was noticed 
that while preparing to perform the planned manoeuvres, the subjects looked at the side 
mirror several times. For each of these looks, one distinctly longer look could be identified. 
Its value is marked as tzl_max. The time of single glances in the mirror was marked as tzl. The 
number of glances made during the preparation for the n manoeuvres was also analysed. 
The results of time measurements for individual persons, the values of the average meas-
ured values and the standard deviation are presented in Table 2. The persons marked as “1” 
and “2” were women. People labelled “3”, “4” and “5” are men. Table 3 summarizes the test 
results for all test subjects.

Tab. 2. Time of performing activities related to the left turn manoeuvres during road tests

Average values 
over four left-turn 

maneuvers

Maximum time 
looking in the 

side mirror
Standard deviation

Average value of the 
number of looks in 

the mirror

Person
ts_m
[s]

Ʃtzl_m 
[s]

tzl_max
[s]

σtzl
[s]

σƩtzl
[s]

σtzl_max
[s]

nm

1 5.9 2.2 0.9 0.26 0.6 0.2 4

2 4.2 2.2 1.4 0.68 1.2 0.8 2

3 6.5 2.7 0.8 0.26 1.1 0.4 5

4 4.8 1.9 1.1 0.44 0.6 0.5 3

5 4.1 2.4 1.2 0.63 1.0 0.6 4

Left turn manoeuvres time ts_m = (4.1–6.5) s. The total time of observation of the surround-
ings in the left side mirror was in the range of (1.9–2.7) s, which consisted of 2–5 glances at the 
side mirror. A look that was clearly longer than the others lasted (0.8–1.4) s.
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Tab. 3. Mean values from measurements of all persons

Symbol Value
Standard 

deviation σ [s]

Turning maneuver time tms [s] 5.1 1.9

The longest time looking in the mirror tzl_max [s] 1.1 0.6

The total time of individual glances in the mirror Ʃtzl [s] 2.3 1.0

Number of glances in the mirror n 4 2

Time for a single look in the mirror tzl [s] 0.6 0.5

5. Analysis of research results, discussion

Analysing the influence of the conditions in which the tests were carried out, it can be 
seen that the specified time values during static tests were longer than those obtained 
during tests in motion. The method of conducting observations by the subjects was also 
different. People preparing for a simulated left-turn manoeuvres at a standstill focused 
their attention outside the field in front of the vehicle for an average time of tsl = 2.95 s. 
In the case of this value, there was a discrepancy between the extreme values obtained, 
which is indicated by the value of the standard deviation σ = 1.05 s. During the standstill, it 
was also observed that after diverting attention from the area in front of the vehicle, the 
eyes were focused on the “other” areas until complete assurance of the ability to perform 
the manoeuvres was made.

During the movement test, the drivers looked several times in the mirror and ahead. The 
average number of glances in the mirror before starting the manoeuvres to change the direc-
tion of movement was equal to n = 4. During the movement test, the tested person, in addition 
to the task of performing the manoeuvres and making sure that it was possible to perform it, 
was required to adjust the speed, change gears and control the distance to the place of the 
manoeuvres. The total time of checking in the side mirror during the dynamic test was 0.78 s 
(2.3–1.52) longer than the observation time in the static test. The average value of the longest 
look in the left mirror (which can be interpreted as allowing to determine and recognize the 
situation - unlike the others, which “only” could monitor changes in the recognized state of 
affairs) was equal to 1.1 s. Compared to the average time of looking in the side mirror during 
the static test (1.52 s), it was 0.4 s shorter.

Women and men participated in the research. The size of the research group does not allow 
for the formulation of categorical conclusions regarding the method of conducting observa-
tions depending on gender, however, the obtained results may be a premise regarding the 
behaviour of women and men, and be an indication for further work of this type. Analysing 
the obtained data, it can be concluded that during the static test, men (people marked with 
numbers 4–10) conducted observations in mirrors in a shorter time than women (people 
marked with numbers 1–3). Attention time while changing the radio station and checking 
the current time on the mobile phone was longer in the group of men than in the group of 
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women. During the movement test, in the case of a group of women, it was also observed 
that the average value of the longest gaze time in the side mirror and the average value 
of the time of other gazes was greater than in the case of men (by approx. (0.1–0.2) s).

During the movement test, the subjects performed the manoeuvres in an average time of 
5.1 s. The total time of looking in the side mirror was on average 2.3 s, which is about 45% 
of the duration of the manoeuvres. The average longest time of checking in the mirror was 
equal to 1.1 s (22% of the manoeuvres time), and the average value of the time of a single 
glance was equal to 0.6 s (12% of the manoeuvres time). During the manoeuvre, the subjects 
looked in the mirror 4 times on average, which indicates that during the manoeuvres there 
were 4 periods of “breaks”, lasting approx. 0.7 s (each), in which the observation was not 
carried out. Such a way of conducting observations and the time values determined during 
the tests may be of significant importance for the analysis of the course of accidents involving 
a collision of vehicles, in which the driver of one performs a change of direction and the other 
performs an overtaking manoeuvres. This problem becomes particularly important when the 
overtaking vehicle moves dynamically and at a much higher speed, or when a column of 
vehicles is overtaken with a car turning left at the front. Road accidents of this type occur 
quite often, and an increase in their number is observed in the spring and summer, when 
a significant number of two-wheeled vehicles are on the road. According to the authors, for 
situations in which - by definition - the driver’s attention should be dispersed and focused on 
many areas at the same time, the reaction time may be extended by at least the value of the 
“break” time in observing the surroundings in the mirrors.

6. Conclusion

The specified values of the time of focusing the attention of drivers on activities other than 
observing the road environment in front of the vehicle indicate that the adoption of the 
reaction time value in the analysis of the course of the accident based on literature data [41] 
should be preceded by an analysis of the way the driver observes the environment. This is 
especially true for manoeuvres in relation to which legal regulations [42] impose obligations 
on them, forcing them to conduct observations in many areas - simultaneously. The research 
results indicate that the time of focusing attention on an area other than the one in front of 
the vehicle is not shorter than 1 s, and observing the surroundings in the side mirror (while 
driving) is related to looking into this area several times for a short time. In the practice 
of giving opinions on the course of road accidents, it seems reasonable to assume at least 
the value of the reaction time close to the upper limit of the time intervals specified in [41]. 
In special cases, even with “careful” observation of the road situation as part of the obligation 
to exercise extreme caution, a dangerous situation arising in the area visible in the vehi-
cle’s mirrors can be recognized in time appropriate for the so-called “unexpected situational 
stimulus”. A separate issue is the examination of the ability to interpret the road situation 
and its changes on the basis of a series of short-term observations in the side and rear-view 
mirrors. This problem may be of particular importance in the case of frequent road accidents 
involving a collision of vehicles, in which one of the drivers performs a left-turn manoeuvres 
and the other (fast-moving) overtakes a column of vehicles.
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